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When they were not being plundered or tortured by Phoenicians
or Greeks or Carthaginians (they were only about a hundred
miles away from the northern coast of Africa) or Vandals or
Goths or Arabs or Normans or French or by any of the 120
princes, 82 dukes, 129 marquises, 28 counts and 356 barons who
derived their tides from this happy island, they were repairing
their houses from the damage done by the local volcano, Mt Etna.
The eruption of the year 1908, which completely destroyed the
most important city, Messina, is still in everybody's memory. It
killed more than 75,000 people.
The island of Malta is really a sort of suburb of Sicily and
therefore ought to be mentioned here, although politically
speaking it docs not form part of Italy. It is a very fertile island
and lies midway between Sicily and the coast of Africa. It
dominates the trade-route from Europe to Asia by way of the Suez
Canal. After the failure of the Crusades, it was presented to the
knights of St John who thereupon called themselves the Maltese
Order, Knights of Malta. In 1798 Napoleon took the island on
his way to drive the English out of India via Egypt and Arabia (a
most ingenious plan which however failed). This was an excuse
for the English to occupy it two years later and they have been
there ever since, much to the chagrin of the Italians but not of
the Maltese, who on the whole are better off than they would be
under a Government of their own people.
I have paid little attention to the east coast of Italy, but it is
not very important. In the first place the Apennines used to
reach almost as far as the shore, making large settlements
very difficult. As the other side of the Adriatic was practically
uninhabitable on account of the steepness of its hills, the develop-
ment of trade was not encouraged. From Rimini in the north to
Brindisi in the south (from where the mail leaves for Africa and
India) there are no harbours of any importance.
The heel of the boot is called Apulia. Like Calabria it suffers
from the fact that it is so far removed from civilization, and like
Calabria its agricultural methods arc those practised in the days
when Hannibal honoured this region with his presence, waiting